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Note from the Editors
Angie Heo, Jeanne Kormina

Sonja Luehrmann, anthropologist and historian, passed away from cancer in Vancouver
Canada on August 24, 2019. As her colleagues and friends, we mourn the loss of a brilliant
intellect, distinctive voice, and generous soul. The third and youngest daughter of Dieter
and Renate Lihrmann, she grew up with her sisters Silke and Susanne in Cyriaxweimar, a
village outside of Marburg, Germany. She began her training as an anthropologist at
Johann Wolfgang Goethe University Frankfurt where she obtained her MA in 2000
before heading to the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor where she began her doctoral
studies in anthropology and history in 2002. Under the supervision of Alaina Lemon, Webb
Keane, William Rosenberg, and Douglas Northrop, she wrote her dissertation on Soviet
atheism and the complex affinities between secularism and post-Soviet religious revival
in Russia’s Upper Volga region. After obtaining her PhD in 2009, Sonja went on to Vancou-
ver where she held a Killiam Postdoctoral Research Fellowship position at the University of
British Columbia before joining the faculty in the Department of Sociology and Anthropol-
ogy at Simon Fraser University in 2011. For her next eight years at Simon Fraser, Sonja was

CONTACT Angie Heo ) heo@uchicago.edu; Jeanne Kormina ) jkormina@hse.ru
© 2020 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02757206.2020.1711751&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-01-20
mailto:heo@uchicago.edu
mailto:jkormina@hse.ru
http://www.tandfonline.com

2 (&) AHEOETAL

a teacher, mentor and colleague, eventually becoming the editor-in-chief of Canada’s
leading anthropology journal Anthropologica and the Pl for a prestigious Social Science
Research Council research project on prayer and Orthodox Christianity. Alongside her
impressive leadership in research and scholarship, Sonja made her home in Vancouver
with her husband llya Vinkovetsky and their three children.

During her brief professional career, Sonja achieved an astoundingly prolific publi-
cation record. From 2000 to 2019, she published three single-authored monographs
and one edited volume, in addition to over 40 articles in English, German, and Russian.
Sonja’s first book, Alutiig Villages Under Russian and U.S. Rule (University of Alaska Press,
2008), based on her MA thesis, offers a comparative analysis of colonization of the
Alutiiq people in what is now south-central Alaska. In her second book, Secularism
Soviet Style: Teaching Atheism and Religion in a Volga Republic (Indiana University Press,
2011), her doctoral dissertation research became a pathbreaking monograph on
atheism and inter-religious relations across the Soviet and post-Soviet periods. This was
one of her key works that secured Sonja’s position as a leading voice in the fields of
history, religion, and Eastern European studies. Her third book, Religion in Secular Archives:
Soviet Atheism and Historical Knowledge, (Oxford University Press, 2015) won the Waldo
Gifford Leland Award of the Society of American Archivists for its masterful and fine-
grained analysis of how Soviet-era archives produced and ordered knowledge about reli-
gion and anti-religion. Finally, Sonja’s edited volume, Praying with the Senses: Contempor-
ary Orthodox Christian Spirituality in Practice (Indiana University Press, 2017), convened
various approaches to Orthodox materiality from traditions found in the Middle East,
South Asia, and Eastern Europe. Throughout these works, Sonja established her commit-
ments to the disciplines of history and anthropology, synthesizing original research
materials from her ethnographic fieldwork, archival sources, and oral histories. Seen all
together, her published monographs attest to her versatility and her ever-expanding
domains of expertise.

In this collective tribute, we have assembled a group of Sonja’s mentors, colleagues,
and friends each of whom provides a different angle on her scholarship and traces a
different arc across various stages in her academic career. It is our hope that these
multi-faceted representations of Sonja will offer a more wholistic portrait of her methodo-
logical rigour and theoretical imagination as well as her scholarly persona. Sonja’s life was
cut tragically short at the age of 44 years and with the lost future of another project of anti-
abortion activism and the gendered moralities of motherhood. With great sadness at
Sonja’s passing, we are heartened that the Department of Sociology and Anthropology
at Simon Fraser University, in consultation with her family, has created the Sonja Luehr-
mann Memorial Fund to support the annual Dr. Sonja Luehrmann Memorial Lecture
series (https://give.sfu.ca/ways-to-give/fund/sonja-luehrmann-memorial-fund). We are
also glad that SOYUZ (the Postsocialist Cultural Studies Network) will name its annual com-
petition for the best article on the culture, history, and politics of postsocialism by a junior
scholar after Sonja Luehrmann. The following tributes are yet another mere attempt to
honour her intellectual contributions for our scholarly community and for those who
will hold her memory dear for the rest of their lives. We are grateful to llya Vinkovetsky
for his help in our work on this written commemoration. It is to llya’s and Sonja's children -
Philipp, Vera, and Lukas - that we dedicate this issue.
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Sonja Luehrmann beyond Russia and beyond religion
Douglas Rogers

Sonja Luehrmann will be remembered most often for her marvellous writings on religion
and secularism. These were certainly the most common topics of my conversations with
her. Sonja and | were only a couple years apart in graduate school at the University of
Michigan, and our exchanges about each other's proposals, drafts, dissertations, and
then books, long outlasted our time in Ann Arbor. Sonja was the most gentle and insightful
of critics, her suggestions taking the form of nudges rather than disagreements. The full
import and, indeed, wisdom of her comments usually took me a good long time to
reckon with — or decide that I just wasn't up to the challenge. In going back through
some of our correspondence this fall, | was therefore surprised to find a moment when,
at least as far as | can reconstruct through a hazy memory and fragmentary email trail,
Sonja was uncharacteristically exasperated.

The topic was not religion or secularism at all. In what must have begun as an in-person
conversation and then spilled over into email, we were talking about the shape and future
of a field we shared: the study of so-called postsocialisms. What, really, was it? What was
the meaning of and/or the expiry date on the ‘post’? Was this really even the best label?
How to connect postsocialisms to, and show their relevance for, other domains of scholar-
ship, usually about other areas of the world, that were much more established and, it
seemed, not always so interested? Others who work in this field will recognize this appar-
ently unbanishable conversation. From the late-aughts timing of this exchange with Sonja,
| suppose | was beginning to think about what would become my own entry in this con-
versation (Rogers 2010), but Sonja was quite clear and insistent in her opinion of the whole
topic: stop the hand wringing and the branding efforts and have the confidence to just do
the intellectual work. Follow history and ethnography where they lead and let the analyti-
cal questions develop along the way. No gentle nudges here!

Doing just this kind of intellectual work was, not surprisingly, what Sonja was engaged
in at the time, and one of the things she continued to do throughout her career. An impor-
tant part of the legacy she leaves us is a set of publications that linked the Soviet Union
and contemporary Russia to more transnational and/or global processes — and from
there to some pressing methodological and analytical questions — in highly original
ways. Consider three examples, running from graduate school to some of her most
recent work, bookends to a decade of astonishing productivity.

My memory is pretty clear on my reaction when Sonja told me, walking across campus
one day, that she was working on a seminar paper on the Asiatic mode of production:
‘Really? You're kidding, right?’ But she was not kidding at all, and it wasn't long before
the Slavic Review published Sonja’s ‘Russian Colonialism and the Asiatic Mode of Pro-
duction: (Post-) Soviet Ethnography Goes to Alaska’ (Luehrmann 2005). In the first sen-
tence of this article, Sonja diplomatically sets aside the then-popular questions of how
Soviet ethnography and Soviet nationalities policy were tightly entangled. Instead, she
builds her study around the writings of a single Soviet ethnographer, lurii Ivanovich
Semenov, and his key concept of ‘politarism.’ Politarism is Semenov’s term for an exploi-
tative, state-centred political economy in which the state owns the means of production.
(He preferred this term to the ‘Asiatic mode of production’ because he found it operative
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far from Asia.) Sonja’s analysis deftly shows the ways in which Semenov’s analytical stance
was a complicated one to take in the Soviet Union in the 1970s. Would a publication about
an exploitative state-centred political economy be read as a critique of the Soviet socialist
state? Sonja insists that these complications must be understood without reducing Soviet
ethnographers’ use of concepts in the historical materialist repertoire to ideological parrot-
ing or manoeuvring: historical materialist concepts like the Asiatic mode of production
could captivate Soviet ethnographers in good part because they were intellectually inter-
esting and helped them understand the world. To only read degrees of ‘loyalty’ to the
Soviet state into this (as, for instance, Sonja suggests Ernest Gellner did in his Soviet and
Western Anthropology) is to miss a great deal of the picture.

So far, so good. But Sonja goes much further, demonstrating what it would mean to
follow through on her own advice to her readers to carefully historicize intellectual con-
cepts. Semenov’s politarism, in her article, ricochets around the world and across the
decades, escaping from its origins in the Soviet ethnography of the 1960s and 1970s to
inform broader Soviet intellectual currents in the Thaw era; debates about ‘economic
anthropology’ in the Soviet Union and the West; post-Soviet historical debates about
Alaskan colonial history (via engagement with Andrei Grinev's 1999 modification of the
concept into ‘colonial politarism’); central concepts in the anthropology of socialisms
and postsocialisms (via engagement with Caroline Humphrey’s and Katherine Verdery's
discussions of socialist property regimes); and more. What emerges is a masterful and
somewhat dizzying illustration of her advice to me: skip the branding, follow the intellec-
tual trail, and the links between Russian and/or Soviet topics and a wider world will
emerge.

In all of its close-knit complexity, ‘Russian Colonialism and the Asiatic Mode of Pro-
duction’ is not for the faint of heart — or for the undergraduate classroom. However,
‘Mediated Marriage: Internet Matchmaking in Provincial Russia’ (Luerhmann 2004),
another early article of Sonja’s, has become a staple of my Russia-focused syllabi over
the years. Based on ethnography at Virginia, an internet matchmaking company based
in Yoshkar-Ola, the capital of the Mari El Republic, Sonja provides a succinct and sophisti-
cated reading of post-Soviet gender politics that upends stereotypes about ‘mail-order
brides.’ In Sonja’s account, Virginia and its Russian (including Tatar and Mari) clients are
best understood not only in terms of post-Soviet femininity (e.g. women marketing them-
selves for foreign ‘consumers,” with its links to questions of trafficking), but in the context
of a much larger, and much more illuminating, gendered crisis in provincial Russia. Virginia
is suspended between anxieties about the declining ‘quality’ of Russian men - increasingly
unemployed, alcoholic, or otherwise left behind after the turbulent 1990s — and counter-
vailing anxieties about women’s reproductive capacities being outsourced to non-Rus-
sians. (‘Girls, don't marry foreigners - support a domestic producer!” reads the article’s
epigraph, borrowed from a department store mug.) For undergraduates in need of
basic orientation in the analysis of gender after socialism, this is an excellent start.

‘Mediated Marriage’ then goes on to show that, on the other end of the correspon-
dence flowing through Virginia - and providing translators, travel agents, and many
others with much-needed employment - is another deeply felt crisis of gender. Many
of the Western men searching for Russian wives are convinced that they are also beset
by a crisis. The perceived decreasing femininity and domesticity of Western women
have sent these men to Virginia and other similar websites, bringing with them their
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ideas of Russian women as still in possession of ‘traditional’ femininity. This gendered
desire emanating out of ‘the West' is, of course, not only directed toward Russia, but
Sonja makes the crucial point that racial and gender categories intersect powerfully
here: the perceived whiteness of Russian women makes them preferable to many Amer-
ican men because it fits with American racial hierarchies more snuggly than ‘Asian’
women. | have found no better way to introduce early-career undergraduates to the analy-
sis of gender in and beyond post-Soviet Russia. As | re-read this piece today, in fact, it also
seems to me that efforts to understand U.S. — Russia relationships in the Trump era could
do much worse than begin with the framework that Sonja deploys here: ethnographically-
grounded yet international, multiply gendered, and thoroughly inflected by racialized
hierarchies.

Finally, to religion and secularism. Somewhere in my files, | have a folder of photocopies
about Soviet-era Old Belief from my visit to the Keston Institute Archive - the ‘counter
archive’ of dissident and samizdat (‘self-published’) religious documents that features in
the final chapter in Sonja's Religion in Secular Archives: Soviet Atheism and Historical Knowl-
edge (2015). Surely, | thought when | made my appointment to visit Keston, which was at
that point (in the late 1990s) based in north Oxford, this would be a gold mine of important
and useful information about my topic. But | recall leaving mystified and a bit awed by the
documents and their organization. For years thereafter, | took out, stared at, and put away
that folder of photocopies, and have always regretted not having figured out a way to
incorporate any Keston materials into my work. It has been twenty-odd years, but Sonja
has finally helped me understand what | missed, and a good deal more as well.

Broadly speaking, Sonja’s visit to the Keston files in their current home at Baylor Univer-
sity serves, in that last chapter of Religion in Secular Archives, the same structural role as the
reception in the West of Soviet concepts or politarism and the gender ideologies of
Western men seeking Russian brides. That is, it steps out of Soviet and post-Soviet
dynamics narrowly understood to open up a larger connections, divergences, and episte-
mic labyrinths that enable Sonja to work on a much larger analytical and methodological
canvas. In this case, she counterpoises the organizing principles and guiding ideas of the
Keston counter archive with those of a Soviet state archival apparatus, suggesting that the
Keston archive is best seen a collaborative effort between dissident believers and their
Western advocates to create a very specific form of religious knowledge. As part of this
collaboration, the practice of document collection at Keston actively obscured - for the
safety of its dissident sources — standard archival principles and expectations such as a
focus ‘provenance’ of documents. This must be why | kept staring helplessly at that
folder: | could never make these sources speak to a social history pegged to a time and
place. Sonja demonstrates that | was just reading them the wrong way, that this is not
- often intentionally so - the kind of knowledge they enable.

The larger lessons this book draws about how scholars might use archives to write
(secular?) histories of religion are profound. But | think her audience should be still
larger. As excitement about the 1990s opening of the Soviet archives fades further and
further from view (or is newly closed off), more and more historical scholarship on the
Soviet-era uses multiple and varied archives from around the world. Yet that scholarship,
along with me and my Keston folder, still largely fails to register the multiple ideologies
and logics that animated these archives’ making, re-making, and interaction. Religion in
Secular Archives, in sum, opens up some new questions and lines of investigation for
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doing Soviet and Russian history. Indeed, these lessons apply to anyone writing in the
genre of secular history.

Reading these three pieces of Sonja's together helps me understand why she was so
exasperated with meta-debates about the nature of ‘postsocialisms.’” They cramped her
insistent, roving, brilliant historical and ethnographic imagination, her determination to
follow her chosen topics wherever they led. | am terribly sad that Sonja will no longer
be choosing new intellectual paths herself, and tremendously grateful for the ways in
which she will continue to shape mine.
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Atheists teaching religion to the faithful
Webb Keane

The most challenging undergraduate course for me to teach is the introduction to the
anthropology of religion. Early in my teaching career | had discovered that the anthropol-
ogist’s pedagogical task was no longer to shake up the provincial American bourgeoisie by
revealing the diversity of human realities. This was not news to our students — indeed, that
message was all too familiar. Some people eat dogs, we don’t. We sell our labour by the
hour, others do not. Cultivating a version of what Herbert Marcuse called ‘repressive desu-
blimation’, many students responded with self-protective tolerance: to each their own.
Once that's acknowledged, we can proceed to engage in parallel play and ignore one
another.

But religion is a different matter. To be sure, although America is a famous exception to
the irreligion of industrialized countries, my students are more likely to acknowledge a
vague ‘spirituality’ than allegiance to a formal religious institution. Yet religion still
garners slightly nervous respect. Moreover, our increasingly international classrooms
display highly visible signs of affiliations — Sikh turbans, Muslim hijabs - once largely
confined to documentary ethnographic films. And of course post 9/11 and the 2016 US
election, otherness is not quite as tame as it used to be.

Aiming for a sober tone, | start the class by posing as a die-hard positivist, stressing
objectivity and the scientific attitude. But, as Matthew Engelke (2002, 5) points out, our
core method of fieldwork, with the social relationships and host of suspended beliefs
on which it depends, renders this distancing almost unsustainable. And the discerning
student will notice this scientism is quickly undermined by the first set of readings.
There, Katherine Ewing, reporting her mystical experiences during fieldwork with Sufis,
writes of ‘a refusal to acknowledge that the subjects of one’s research might actually
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know something about the human condition that is personally valid for the anthropolo-
gist’ (1994, 571). In contrast, Jonathan Z. Smith (1982) tells us that scholarly integrity
requires distance, for it is only from afar that we can see the resemblances among, say,
the Jonestown massacre, Ghost Dance, and Bacchanalian frenzy. So, which is it? Here
we turn to Susan Harding’s (1987) account of her meeting with an American right-wing
evangelical preacher - someone diametrically opposed to everything she stands for. A
masterful rhetorician, he gradually turns her ethnographic interview into his act of witnes-
sing. So powerful is his narrative that even she finds herself completely in its sway, if only
momentarily. Through these juxtapositions | hope to convey three things. First, in prin-
ciple, people are not fixed ‘inside’ or ‘outside’ a religion in any simple sense but are inher-
ently mobile. Second, the concrete practices of religion work on that mobility, either
shifting people from one stance to another or holding them in place. Third, anthropologi-
cal insight itself depends neither on the intimacy of the insider nor the estrangement of
the distanced observer, but on taking advantage of this general capacity for constant
movement between these poles (see Keane 2003).

We might call this approach genealogical. As the philosopher David Owen (2002) writes,
Foucauldian genealogy is in principle dialogic, altering perspectives by juxtaposing one way
of seeing with another. We are not in search of the correct picture, but rather judge the
respective merits and failings of different perspectives in light of what matters to us, here
and now. Owen contrasts this to the Frankfurt School’s ideology critique, which seeks to
unmask false consciousness and reveal truth. One might take this to be the goal of the scien-
tist | had posed as — someone who would debunk religion, much like Leslie White, my distant
predecessor at Michigan, known as the village atheist, whose lectures titillated the children
of Midwestern Presbyterians in the 1950s. A similar self-certainty also, of course, marks
certain styles of religious doctrine. Sometimes the militancy of the faithful and their
opponents can be hard to distinguish (Luerhmann 2011).

Owen maintains that genealogy is not normative. Yet genealogy does presuppose the
values of dialogue and critique as contributing to human self-governance. And self-gov-
ernance is not to be taken for granted. After all, does not Karma or the Dharma, the will
of God or Allah, trump human agency? Disclaimers notwithstanding, the practice of gen-
ealogy implies an underlying disciplinary normativity. This normativity cohabits with the
anthropological ethic to ‘take others seriously’ and its core paradox: our openness to
alternative worlds can lead us to take seriously those who reject the value of that very
openness which leads us to take them - and thus their rejection of openness - seriously
(Keane 2018).

If we're lucky, our teaching draws real challengers. The final essay for my religion course
requires students to attend, describe, and analyse a religious ceremony of a faith different
from any of one’s own background. The task is popular with students. But one day, a
young man whom I'll call Todd’ came up to me after class. A certain type - reversed base-
ball cap, sports fan sweatshirts, a polite but unengaged manner - he'd struck me as a
regular guy who was taking the course to fulfil a distributional requirement. Not so. |
had always offered students an alternative if they were troubled by this assignment, but
over the years no one had ever taken me up on it until now. Nervously, Todd explained
that a faithful Christian, he could not participate in the worship of an alien god. It
would blaspheme his own God. | suggested that merely observing need not mean wor-
shipping. Todd replied that there’s no way to know whether even being present would
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count as complicity. This was serious business and he was not going to put himself at risk.
Foist on my own tolerance, | assigned him to write an explanation of his position and to
interview both his own pastor and two non-Christian leaders about it, which he did in
earnest. Bravely, Todd concluded the essay by challenging the implicit methodological
atheism that makes it perfectly safe, even inconsequential, for me to approach foreign
gods. As if they didn’t matter, at least for me.

Now one might follow the ‘ontological turn” and conclude that Todd simply inhabits a
different reality than mine. But if that were so, would not he be safe with other gods, since
they are also located in ontologies other than his? How could they impinge on him? One
can imagine various answers to this question. Perhaps, for instance, others’ ‘gods’ are really
satanic, although in his mild-mannered way, Todd was also worried that his presence as a
non-believer in others’ faith might be offensive to them. However that may be, it is clear
that whatever else was going on here, Todd’s own ethical values place loyalty over those
of constantly shifting perspectives.

In his own way, Todd is fulfilling the anthropological mandate to ‘take others seriously’.
For Todd, that means not feeling free to move from one position to another just as one
pleases. What does it mean for anthropologists? Should we ‘make Christian categories
and materials central to [anthropology’s] projects of philosophical and cultural critique’
(Robbins and Engelke 2010, 624)? Could one do so without taking up the commitments
that go along with those categories and materials? And does this avoid the anthropologi-
cal paradox? These questions pervaded my interactions with Sonja Luehrmann, whose
premature death prompts this essay. Daughter of a German Lutheran theologian, she
spent her early childhood in a utopian Christian community sheltering the mentally dis-
abled where he worked. It seems the family-members were not especially observant
church-goers, but sometime during her undergraduate years in Frankfurt, she become
serious about her faith. By the time she embarked on graduate studies at the University
of Michigan, she told me she was attending services on a weekly basis.

As one of her advisors, during our endless email exchanges while she was preparing for
qualifying exams in 2004, | remarked that certain arguments generate more heat than
light. She responded,

What's wrong with heat? The more | read of the so-called anthro of religion, the more |
appreciate what a sign of deep intellectual engagement it was when Luther threw his ink
pot at the devil. Compared to all the self-flagellant agonizing over sharing or not sharing
the beliefs of ones subjects — as if that would change anything ... what this country needs
is not anthropologists working on religion, but a tradition of considering religion as something
worthy of intellectual effort at all

Dismissing the positional anxieties endemic to academics at the time, she seems to square
the circle.

Now one might say that this over-intellectualizes religious experience, but Luehrmann
wasn't immune to the aesthetic and emotional powers of religious materiality. She wrote
years later of encountering the sensory overload of Russian Orthodox services: ‘At some
point, my body simply decided to end the experience: my eyes went so black that |
could no longer tell if the candle in my hands was burning or extinguished’ (2017, 1).
Lutheranism is more austere, but its appeal for Luehrmann surely included something
well beyond the intellectual effort, for she told me of her appreciation of the regularity,
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the calendrical progression, and the ritual practices of her weekly round. These neither
excluded nor were excluded by intellectual effort.

Luehrmann wasn't one to bandy about clever paradoxes - she was quite serious when
she wrote, again during her qualifying exams: ‘One can't always freely choose the external
authorities one imposes upon oneself” The unfree choice as the agent of something
imposed on one summarizes a condition of fundamental contingency. Bringing this to
bear on the anthropological paradox, | might say that a certain methodological atheism
is an external authority that | impose on myself. To work as a social scientist one takes
on certain ways of seeing and speaking which allow us to talk with one another. This
requires a certain humility: we are not in a position to make ontological judgments that
go beyond the limited premises of our field and its methods.

I am comfortable with the possibilities for knowledge gained from the third-person per-
spective of the external observer — and their modesty. At the same time, no one is only a
social scientist. That cannot be a full-fledged first-person position. It's a mere truism to
point out that even quantum physicists still drive their cars in a deterministic world and
astronomers still see the sun rising in the east. These are phenomenological features of
the first-person perspective, the world as | inhabit it. More than perception is at stake,
however. My capacity for action depends on being involved with things toward which |
have a first-person stance. Looking at this from one angle, Jon Bialecki asserts that ‘to
ignore God as an agent in the world is ... overlook an often vital mode of [people’s]
engagement with the world and specifically of the various objects in which they are
enmeshed’ (2014, 33). But taking in the first-person perspective needn't require us to
make ontological judgments about God, objects, and agents. Rather, it attends to an
aspect of how people live. For viewing the world from the disengaged perspective of
the third person fails to provide me (the first person) with a motive to act (Keane 2016,
259-262). The first person is irreducibly contingent — it provides one with the history,
language, knowledge, capacities, expectations, relationships, etc. that produce commit-
ments and motivate actions. With their varying degrees of subtlety and suppleness,
Todd and Sonja accepted that contingency.

Personal experience does not itself religion make. Although Ewing speaks of religion as
knowing something ‘personally valid for the anthropologist’ (emphasis mine), Luerhmann’s
invocation of an ‘external authority’ should also remind us that the first person is not an
isolated subjectivity but a position in relation to others (Keane 2016). It is fundamentally
intersubjective, but also thoroughly embedded in larger socialities and temporalities. As
a more general anthropological point, the first-person position does not bestow some
epistemic privilege. But what it does do is place us in relations to others, whom we
must address in the second person, and who in turn reverse roles and address us, and
to whom, again, we must respond or fail to respond. This locates us not in an ontology
but in the realm of ethical life.
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Bold devotion
Angie Heo

Most anthropologists are familiar with the typically solitary nature of fieldwork and writing up.
Adventurous and thoroughly capable, Sonja Luehrmann was one of those rare leaders who
could coordinate a collective experience of research and publication for an international
team of ethnographers. When she learned that the Social Science Research Council (SSRC)
was funding projects on the study of prayer, Sonja fearlessly called on her friends who special-
ized in various strands of Orthodox Christianity and began building a community of lifelong
interlocutors. By the summer of 2013, Sonja was sweeping the six of us — Daria Dubovka,
Jeffers Engelhardt, Jeanne Kormina, Vlad Naumescu, Simion Pop, and me — away to glass
icon workshops in Nicula Monastery and communist prisons turned into neo-martyrs’
shrines in Aiud. In the next summer of 2014, we explored the acoustics of ancient churches
as well as panoramic views from the Acropolis, with one of Thessaloniki’s more memorable
seaside hostels serving as our base for rest and reflection. All the while behind the scenes,
in Romania, Greece and elsewhere, Sonja was pumping out grant reports and handling
timely reimbursements so that we could get on with our work together (Figure 1).
Throughout our fieldwork and writing collaborations, Sonja struck her trademark
balance between unwavering intensity and unassuming quietude. After leading hours
of focused discussion on ritual aesthetics or historical differences between the Byzantine
and Russian empires, she would steal away for a brisk evening walk by herself in the
town, or spend an afternoon with her nose buried in a German text on philosophy
and ethics. At that time, | happened to be writing about holy fools in Egypt, those quin-
tessential desert ascetics who feigned sanity to avoid the fatal sin of pride. During one of
our dinners in Cluj, | remember observing Sonja awkwardly deflect praise and entertain-
ing the possibility that she may very well be the contemporary embodiment of an
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Figure 1. The White Tower of Thessaloniki, August 2014. (Left to right) Angie Heo, Daria Dubovka,
Simion Pop, Jeanne Kormina, Nektarios Antoniou, Sonja Luerhmann, Jeffers Engelhardt, Vlad
Naumescu.

ancient moral sensibility. She had a weak stomach for excessive attention, and especially,
in her direction. In hindsight, | recognize that it was some mysterious quotient of deep,
individual strength and principled commitment to fairness that made Sonja such an
effective team leader.

In 2017, Sonja’s leadership on our multi-year project finally came to fruition in our edited
volume Praying with the Senses (Luehrmann 2017). To my knowledge, it is the only book on
contemporary Orthodox Christianity that covers such an ambitious geographic terrain,
from the Middle East and East Africa to South Asia and Eastern Europe. Re-reading her
introduction now, | remain captivated by how Sonja artfully links these far-flung regions
together through a seventeenth-century travel report. By recounting experiences of
prayer by an Arab Orthodox delegation to Constantinople, Romania, Moldavia and
Muscovy, she gestures to the ways in which the strange and the familiar, the insider
and the outsider, the foreign and the fraternal, come together in tradition and liturgy. In
fact, we were the ones who were the travellers making sense of our various encounters
with ‘other’ Orthodox images, namesakes, and monastic rites in Greece and Romania.
With subtle style, Sonja's comment applies to both the uniqueness of Orthodoxy’'s
‘unity-in-diversity’ doctrine and the complexity of comparative fieldwork encounters.

Sonja was a versatile curator and editor for Praying with the Senses, in large part because
she was so fluently conversant in anthropology, history and religion. She could read the
current state of different fields and pitch our collective strengths to scholarship on aes-
thetic mediation, pedagogical techniques, and religious pluralism. For the study of Ortho-
dox Christianity in particular, one could make the case that a fine-tuned historical
sensibility is a requirement for grasping semblances between the ‘Oriental’ and ‘Byzan-
tine’, or for navigating distinctions between the Catholic-Orthodox frontier in the
Eastern Christian world. Given her penchant for history and philology, Sonja parsed
through the delicate details of theological controversy and assembled a glossary of litur-
gical terms in Old Church Slavonic, Russian, Greek, Arabic, Amharic, and Sanskrit. She
recognized what areas and topics our team was missing and which talented ethnogra-
phers — Andreas Bandak and Tom Boylston — we should invite to address our gaps and
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enlarge our comparative perspective. With an eye to contemporary sites of the contest,
she also included a brief summary of ‘competing prayers for Ukraine’ after Russia’s annexa-
tion of the Crimean Peninsula in 2014. Sonja somehow managed to connect the technical
and textured nature of prayer to the most politically charged topics on all our minds.

Sonja’s expertise in religion as a key perspective on the Cold War signals how | came to
know her intellectually and interpersonally. When we first met in Ann Arbor back in 2003,
she was a PhD student and | was the prospective student she was hosting in her apart-
ment. In the short period of my stay, Sonja made a lasting impression on me. At that
time, she was putting the final touches on her first book manuscript, Alutiiq Villages
Under Russian and U.S. Rule (Luehrmann 2008), a revision of her MA thesis which drew
on Russian Orthodox Church archives to compare contexts of colonial expansion in
Alaska’s Kodiak Archipelago. |, on the other hand, was still at the larval stage of figuring
out what in the world ‘Anthro-History’ and ‘Linguistic Anthropology’ actually meant.
Despite what initially felt like an insurmountable chasm of experience and erudition,
Sonja proved far from intimidating in our conversations, and | quickly learned that we
shared core interests in anthropology, theology, and geopolitical imaginaries of ‘Asia.’
Like me, she was a descendant of Cold War history and divided nationhood, hailing
from a family intimately bound to the Protestant work ethic, and ultimately, carrying
out her life as a foreigner/ immigrant in North America as long as | had known her.
From Ann Arbor onward, needless to say, we became friends and colleagues. Or more pre-
cisely, she became somewhat of a career mentor to me, and the two of us developed a
friendship along the way, at first sharing hotel rooms at AAA meetings, and later diving
into meandering dialogues about love, mourning, and gratitude.

Much of the following fifteen years were filled with email exchanges between us, with
article and book drafts attached for feedback. Shortly after filing our dissertations, within
months of each other, | remember reading and commenting on Sonja’s essays which even-
tually became ‘A Dual Quarrel of Images on Russia’s Middle Volga’ (2010) and The Mod-
ernity of Manual Reproduction’ (2011). In many ways, the former already anticipated her
future leadership on our SSRC Sensory Spirituality project a few years later. It opens
with the role of prayer in Russian Orthodoxy and contesting ideologies of prayer as a com-
municative form of imagined address and sensory mediation. The second article, pub-
lished in Cultural Anthropology, is dedicated to the study of Soviet ideology, its
handmade vehicles of material transmission and its political potential for mobilizing
social networks. Tackling the classic theoretical issue of reproduction and change, it com-
bines insights from critical theory and semiotics to analyse Soviet and post-Soviet move-
ments. Even now, when | re-read these two very different works, | am struck by Sonja’s
capacious range of knowledge and her uncanny ability to interpellate multiple reading
audiences at once. When | began publishing out of my PhD research, | found Sonja’s analy-
sis of pagan-Orthodox-Protestant disputes over image veneration to be a source of inspi-
ration for my writings on the material aesthetics of sectarianism in Egypt. Just this last
week, | also drew on her CA article to formulate my lecture on M.M. Bakhtin’s ‘Author
and Hero in Aesthetic Activity’ (1924) for the Introduction of Religion students at the Uni-
versity of Chicago Divinity School. Sonja’s ‘creative consciousness’, so to speak, vibrantly
lives on through my publications and teaching.

In 2012, | moved to Germany for a luxurious fellowship at the Max Planck Institute
where | was initiated into the career of a full-time expatriate and migrant academic. In
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the summer of 2014, for the first time in our friendship, | met Sonja not in Ann Arbor or
Vancouver where she studied and worked, but in Marburg. A university town, Marburg
is where her father Dieter Liihrmann taught historical theology and where Sonja spent
her life before leaving for further study. For most of her life, Sonja thrived within the
orbit of universities, and during my visit at her childhood home in Cyriaxweimar, | tried
to imagine what she was like and what else besides studying she did when she was
growing up. Her beloved two young children, Philipp and Vera, readily lent flesh to my
imagination: after eating their grandmother Renate’s summer berry pie, they ran wildly
around the living room and the garden, gleefully bathed in Tinti confetti, and napped
in the attic bedroom. Sonja was there the whole time of course, quietly attending to
others while coordinating behind the noise. | will always remember my visual image of
Sonja triumphantly finishing off peer reviews with a pencil and clipboard at her sleeping
children’s bedside. Hers is a portrait of utter service emanating in all directions.

It might have been that Sonja never felt quite at home anywhere. Some weeks later, when
we were hopping across playgrounds in Gottingen'’s parks, she expressed that although she
was German, she had spent most of her adult life away from Germany. A fiercely indepen-
dent traveller from her early twenties, she had already been a language exchange student in
Japan and an archival fieldworker in Alaska, years before she reached Michigan for her doc-
toral training and British Columbia for her professional career. When | think about her and
her daily rhythms, | see that, in many ways, she was her own home, a tireless engine and
steady anchor for herself as well as those she gathered around her.

I mourn her passing with a great sense of loss. When | last spoke with Sonja in the fall of
2017, we were on Skype with Jeanne Kormina who was visiting her, llya and the kids in
Vancouver. Under the fatigue of chemotherapy, Sonja was generous and witty, making
wry jokes about Canadian healthcare and inquiring after my new project in Korea. When
she told me that she was planning to go to an international conference in Morocco on
women’s reproduction, | was surprised and not surprised. Yes, she will have just finished
chemo, but it was Sonja, and she was far from putting an end to her bold devotion.

References

Luehrmann, Sonja. 2008. Alutiiq Villages Under Russian and U.S. Rule. Fairbanks: University of Alaska
Press.

Luehrmann, Sonja. 2010. “A Dual Quarrel of Images on Russia’s Middle Volga: Icon Veneration in the
Face of Protestant and Pagan Critique”. In Eastern Christians in Anthropological Perspective, edited
by Chris Hann and Hermann Goltz, 56-78. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Luehrmann, Sonja. 2011. “The Modernity of Manual Reproduction: Soviet Propaganda and the
Creative Life of Ideology.” Cultural Anthropology 26 (3): 363-388.

Luehrmann, Sonja. 2017. Praying with the Senses: Contemporary Orthodox Christian Spirituality in
Practice. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

On the importance of having a method: thinking about the (post)secular
with Sonja Luehrmann

Vlad Naumescu

In my contribution to this collective tribute, | would like to reflect on secularism and the
postsecular, one of the central themes in Sonja’s work that will remain a lasting legacy.
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It is a chance to acknowledge the important intellectual contribution she has made to the
study of religion and secularism and also thank Sonja for the way she has shaped my own
thinking about religion, history and secularism and taught me how to bring the archives in
conversation with ethnography. After first meeting each other (we were still doing our
respective PhD research in postsocialist Russia and Ukraine), we started a meaningful con-
versation on Orthodox Christianity and secularism that deepened over the years as we
engaged in new research, became friends and collaborated on several projects. The
depth and clarity of her thinking and the way she combined history and anthropology
in her work constitute a model of scholarship that will hopefully influence generations
to come.

One may wonder: why still discuss the secular when there’s so much talk about the
postsecular today? These conversations which tend to be too parochial and shortsighted
remain too remote from the realities on the ground that anthropologists like Sonja
favoured. The term ‘postsecular’ itself carries over some of the ambiguity of the secular
whose utility as an analytical concept is still questioned today (Starrett 2010). The ‘post’
is even more problematic: does it refer to a particular historical moment or a moving
beyond, a sort of epistemological repositioning following the deconstruction of a myth?
Is it an analytical concept, a political doctrine or a new configuration of the secular and
the religious? Like other ‘posts’ familiar to anthropologists, the postsecular is something
that can be defined only in reference to the previous condition. Like them, it suggests a
transition, possibly a rupture or radical change but by maintaining the relation to that
past moment it invites us to search for continuities. Its temporality is only defined in refer-
ence to the past so it’s not clear if or when it will end or become meaningless. Those of us
who studied postsocialism are quite familiar with such questions and they seem to remain
still valid today (Muller 2019). Entering a field prefigured by anthropologists of socialism,
our generation